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In this study, the authors examined gender differences in narratives of positive
and negative life experiences during middle adolescence, a critical period for
the development of identity and a life narrative (Habermas & Bluck, 2000;
McAdams, 2001). Examining a wider variety of narrative meaning-making
devices than previous research, they found that 13- to 16-year old racially
and economically diverse females told more elaborated, coherent, reflective,
and agentic narratives than did adolescent males. There were surprisingly
few differences between narratives of positive and negative events. These
findings replicate and extend previous findings of gender differences in autobiographical narratives in early childhood and adulthood and indicate that
gender is a critical filter through which personal memory and identity are
constructed during adolescence.
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Autobiographical narratives are both the process and product of how we
create meaning from the events of our lives (Fivush, 2008; McLean,
Pasupathi, & Pals, 2007; Ricoeur, 1991). In constructing narratives to tell
others, we are simultaneously constructing narratives for ourselves that
allow us new ways to understand our own experiences (Bruner, 1990;
Fivush, Haden, & Reese, 1996; McLean, 2005; Pasupathi, 2006). Whether
stemming from a cognitive or personality perspective, theorists agree that
autobiographical narratives are intimately linked to identity (Conway &
Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; McAdams, 1992). Thus, examining autobiographical
narratives provides a window into understanding how selves are created
(McLean et al., 2007), and this may be particularly important during adolescence, when identity is foregrounded as a critical developmental challenge
(Erikson, 1959=1980; Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Harter, 1999; Kroger, 2000;
McAdams, 1992; McLean & Pasupathi, 2010). In this study, we examine
adolescents’ narratives about important life events using a broader definition and array of narrative meaning making than previous literature,
and we examine whether narrative meaning making differs by gender or by
valence of the event. More specifically, we examine adolescents’ autobiographical narratives along the dimensions of: 1) coherence and elaboration;
2) reflection through the use of internal-state language and the use of insight; and 3) along the dimensions of agency and connection. Each of these
dimensions is motivated by theory and research in narrative and identity.
Erikson (1959=1980) first drew attention to the period of adolescence as a
distinct psychological phase during which issues of identity become
significant. Conceptualizing life-span development as a series of challenges,
Erikson argues that adolescence is a period when individuals struggle with
exploring values, commitments, and beliefs in the process of becoming committed to an adult identity (see also Kroger, 2000; Marcia, 1966). Adolescence
heralds new abilities in cognitive and emotional understanding that allow
individuals to engage in more complex social-emotional reasoning and perspective taking, as well as a greater ability to reflect on one’s own and others’
thoughts and emotions (Harter, 1999). As adolescents become cognitively
capable of complex perspective taking, hypothetical reasoning, and reflection
on internal states, the ability to think in more intricate ways about one’s individual place in the world emerges (see Habermas & Bluck, 2000, for a review).
These developing skills allow for greater integration of what Bruner
(1990) has called the ‘‘landscape of action’’ and the ‘‘landscape of consciousness.’’ Through integrating internal states with external actions, adolescents
become better able to reflect on the personal meaning of their experiences.
Indeed, Erikson (1959=1980) argued that the creation of a psychosocial
identity through the construction of a life story was one of the hallmarks
of identity (see Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Habermas & de Silveira, 2008,
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for related arguments). Narratives are critical to the identity process in that
narratives allow the individual to create a coherent, elaborated explanation
of events that reflects on thoughts and emotions in ways that may help provide insight into what events mean for the self (Habermas & Bluck, 2000;
McAdams, 2001; McLean & Pasupathi, 2010). Moreover, both gender
identity theory (Chodorow, 1978; Gergen, 1992; Gilligan, 1982) and recent
research in autobiographical narratives (see Cross & Madson, 1997; Fivush
& Buckner, 2003, for reviews) suggest that gender may be a critical factor in
how adolescents construct a narrative identity along multiple dimensions of
narrative meaning making.
Coherence and Elaboration
Coherence and elaboration are related concepts in that both refer to the
overall structure of the narrative, how clearly and compellingly the story
is told. Research on life narratives with adults has consistently indicated that
narrative coherence is related to a healthier and more generative identity
(Baerger & McAdams, 1999), and coherence of narratives about stressful life
events is related to higher levels of well-being (Frattaroli, 2006; Pennebaker
& Chung, 2007). Specific to adolescence, Habermas and his colleagues
(Habermas & de Silveira, 2008; Habermas & Paha, 2001) examined global
coherence of life narratives, defined as temporal order, causal links, and
autobiographical reasoning (explaining current events in terms of past
events or person characteristics), and found that coherence of the life story
increases linearly across adolescence. In terms of well-being, Reese, Chen,
Jack, and Hayne (2010) found that adolescents who provided more organized life stories, defined as including more component chapters, showed
higher levels of self-esteem. However, these studies focused on life narratives, not coherence of specific autobiographical experiences.
Narrative coherence and elaboration may also differ by gender and the
valence of the experienced event. Some previous research with both young
children (Buckner & Fivush, 1998; Fivush, Haden, & Adam, 1995; Peterson
& Roberts, 2003) and adults (Niedzwienska, 2003; Thorne & McLean,
2003) indicates that females tell longer, more elaborated, and more coherent
narratives than do males. Effects of valence of the event are more inconsistent.
Some research with both children and adults finds that narratives of negative
events are longer and more detailed, suggesting they may be more elaborative,
than narratives of positive events (Bohanek, Fivush, & Walker, 2005; Fivush,
Sales, & Bohanek, 2008; Peace & Porter, 2004), whereas other research finds
that narratives of positive events are longer than narratives of negative events
(Baker-Ward, Eaton, & Banks, 2005; Fivush, Hazzard, Sales, Sarfati, &
Brown, 2002; Fivush et al., 2008). Research with children consistently
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indicates that narratives of negative events are more coherent than narratives
of positive events (Ackil, Van Abbema, & Bauer, 2003; Bauer et al., 2005;
Burch, Austin, & Bauer, 2004; Fivush et al., 2002, 2008), but the research with
adults is inconsistent; Bohanek et al. (2005) found that positive events are
more coherent than negative events, whereas Fivush et al. (2008) found that
negative events are more coherent than positive events, and Rubin (2010)
and Peace, Porter, and ten Brinke (2008) found no differences in coherence.
Thus, questions remain about how gender and valence may be related to
coherence and elaboration of autobiographical narratives, especially in adolescence when the construction of a narrative identity is critical. A further complication is the measure of coherence. As reviewed by Reese et al. (2011),
although there is high agreement that coherence is a critical aspect of narrative,
which includes placing it in space and time (context), telling an event in temporal order (chronology), and maintaining, elaborating, and resolving a topic
(theme), operationalization of this construct has been variable. Based on their
theoretical and methodological review of the field, Reese et al. (2011)
developed a three-pronged measure of coherence based on context, chronology, and theme that has demonstrated good reliability and validity, and
thus, we adopted this measure of coherence here. Based on previous research
with younger children and adults, we predicted that adolescent females’ narratives would be more coherent and more elaborated than males’ narratives;
because of the discrepancies in the previous literature, it was not clear whether
coherence and elaboration would vary as a function of event valence.
Reflection: Internal-State Language and Insight
A second aspect of narrative meaning making is reflection on the event, the
ability to go beyond a simple retelling of what occurred to include personal
perspective. Several theorists have argued that reflection is expressed
through internal-state language that focuses on thoughts and emotions
(Bruner, 1987; Fivush, 2008; Fivush & Baker-Ward, 2005; Pennebaker
1997). Language expressing thoughts (e.g., cognitive words such as ‘‘understand,’’ ‘‘realize’’) and emotions indicate a level of processing the meaning of
the event through one’s own interpretive, evaluative lens. Perhaps not surprisingly, there is a general increase in the expression of internal states in
autobiographical narratives from childhood through adolescence (Bauer
et al., 2005). There are also gender differences in the expression of internal
states; females include more internal-state language, and especially more
emotion, in their personal narratives than do males (Bauer, Stennes, &
Haight, 2003; Davis, 1999; Fivush & Buckner, 2003).
Internal-state language has also been shown to differ by valence of the
event. Negative events often create a problem to be solved and therefore
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may call for more internal reflection. Multiple studies have demonstrated
that both adults and children use more internal-state language in narratives
of negative as compared with positive events, suggesting that both children
and adults are working harder to make sense of these experiences (BakerWard et al., 2005; Bauer et al., 2005; Bohanek et al., 2005; Burch et al.,
2004; Sales, Fivush, & Peterson, 2003). Few studies have specifically examined adolescents, but Bauer et al. (2005) did find that children and adolescents used more internal-state language in narrating a highly traumatic
event as compared with a positive event.
In previous analyses of the data set used in this study, we conducted a
fine-grained analysis of internal-state language (Bohanek & Fivush, 2010)
and found that females used more specific positive emotion words (e.g.,
‘‘happy,’’ ‘‘excited’’), more general positive affect (e.g., ‘‘It was cool’’; ‘‘I had
the best time’’), more specific negative emotion words (e.g., ‘‘sad,’’ ‘‘angry’’),
and more general negative affect (e.g., ‘‘That was the worst’’; ‘‘It was so hard
on me’’) and more cognitive processing words (e.g., ‘‘believe,’’ ‘‘realize,’’
‘‘understand’’) than did males, but there were no differences as a function of
event valence. We further found that higher use of internal-state language in
both positive and negative event narratives was related to fewer internalizing
and externalizing behaviors for males, but there were no relations for females.
This initial set of analyses indicates that there are gender differences both in
the use of internal-state language and the ways in which internal-state language within autobiographical narratives may be related to emotional
well-being. Here, we collapsed these categories into a global internal-state category to examine this dimension of meaning making in relation to other dimensions of meaning making in autobiographical narratives. Obviously, we
assumed that the gender differences obtained when analyzing the more
fine-grained categories would remain when analyzing the global category.
A related aspect of internal reflection on personal experiences is what
McLean and her colleagues (McLean, 2005; McLean & Pratt, 2006; McLean
& Thorne, 2003; Thorne, McLean, & Lawrence, 2004) have labeled
‘‘insight’’ as a form of narrative meaning making. They define insight as
the expression of life and moral lessons learned through experience (e.g.,
‘‘I realized it was never a good idea to cheat’’ is a concrete life lesson, and
‘‘I realized that I was a caring person’’ expresses a moral understanding)
and have found that insight increases with age, with the most significant
increase occurring in middle-to-late adolescence (McLean, 2008; McLean
& Breen, 2009; McLean, Breen, & Fournier, 2010). Perhaps surprisingly,
given the gender differences in internal-state language, these studies have
not found gender differences in the level of insight adolescent boys and girls
create in their personal narratives (McLean, 2005; McLean & Breen, 2009;
McLean & Pratt, 2006; McLean & Thorne, 2003).
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In terms of event valence, because negative events create a problem for
the self, they may lend themselves to more reflection and reevaluation than
do positive events. For example, Thorne et al. (2004) examined meaning
making in the self-defining memories of older adolescents (age 19 years)
and found that meaning was greatest in memories that contained themes
of mortality and relationship tensions. Similarly, turning-point narratives
of 23-year-old men and women that focused on mortality contained the
most meaning compared with narratives about achievement and leisure
events. More redemptive narratives also contained more meaning than other
types of narratives (McLean & Pratt, 2006). Thus, negative narratives about
the self may require greater reflective insight than do positive narratives to
reach some resolution. Overall, we predicted that both females and males
would include more insight in narratives of negative than positive experiences, but given the research by McLean and her colleagues, we did not
predict gender differences in reflective insight.
Agency and Connection
One of the critical challenges facing adolescents as they navigate toward
a healthy adult identity is balancing agency and connection (Abele &
Wojciszke, 2007; Kroger, 2002; McAdams, Hoffman, Day, & Mansfield,
1996). With increasing cognitive and social independence, adolescents face
the task of separating from parents and questioning and exploring their
own values and beliefs, while simultaneously remaining connected within
important family and peer relationships (Grotevant & Cooper, 1998;
McLean & Pasupathi, 2010). Agency is a critical component of increasing
autonomy (Beyers, Goossens, Vansant, & Moors, 2003) as the adolescent
develops an increasing sense of self as an intentional and effective actor in
the world. Agency has been contrasted with connection, defined as maintaining relationships (Grotevant & Cooper, 1998). While some theories of
adolescent identity privilege agency (Matsuba, Elder, Petrucci, & Reimer,
2010; Wainryb, Komolova, & Florsheim, 2010), feminist theory argues that
connection and agency are not necessarily mutually exclusive and that both
are critical aspects of a healthy adult identity (Chodorow, 1978; Gergen,
1992; Gilligan, 1982; see also Kroger, 2002, for related theoretical arguments). However, as first introduced by Bakan (1966) and explicated by
Gilligan, it may be the case that females remain more connected than males
in the process of individuation, although it is not clear whether there might
be gender differences in the development of a sense of agency.
In line with these arguments, females narrate personal experiences richer
in relationships and social connections, whereas males focus more on
achievement and autonomy (Fivush & Buckner, 2003; Niedzwienska, 2003).
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Specific to research with adolescents, McLean and Breen (2009) found that
adolescent girls told more stories about relationships, including friendships
and romance, than did boys, whereas adolescent boys told stories focusing
on values and beliefs of the individual; adolescent females also provided
more narratives that involved feelings of warmth and experiences of close
personal communication with parents and peers than did adolescent males
(McLean & Thorne, 2003).
It is not at all clear how agency and connection might be related to event
valence. On the one hand, one could argue that positive events create a
shared history that links people together more than do negative events
and thus should be higher in connection. On the other hand, negative events
may create more of a need to connect to others to make sense of the event
(McLean & Pratt, 2006; Mikulincer, Birnbaum, Woddis, & Nachmias, 2000;
Thorne et al., 2004). For agency, one again could argue that one strives to
understand positive events as under one’s control to produce a positive sense
of efficacy in the world, and therefore, positive events should be higher in
agency than negative events (e.g., Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin,
2003). For negative events, it might be that a sense of control over negative
events helps one regulate aversive affect, and therefore, individuals strive to
create meaning through understanding how they were the agent of negative
consequences (e.g., Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). However, it may also be the
case that one is motivated to distance oneself from negative events and thus
would express less agency (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs,
2001; Pasupathi, McLean, & Weeks, 2009).
To more fully explore the expression of agency and connection in adolescents’ narratives, in this study, we developed a theoretically motivated coding scheme that incorporated ideas from the feminist identity literature to
define agency in terms of being an intentional, effective agent in the world
and connection as being in positive and harmonious relations with others,
and we examined how these dimensions would be expressed in narrative
as a function of gender and event valence. We predicted that female adolescents would express more connection in their autobiographical narratives
than adolescent males and that males would express more agency than
females. It was not clear how dimensions of agency and connection might
differ as a function of event valence.
Objectives
Thus, the overall objectives of this study were to examine multiple dimensions of meaning making in adolescents’ narratives of important life events
and how these might differ by gender and event valence. Examining narratives of important life events during middle adolescence allows an investigation
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of how individuals transition into creating a meaningful adult identity
(Habermas & Bluck, 2000; McLean et al., 2007). For gender, based on
the research on autobiographical narratives with younger children and
adults, we predicted that female adolescents would tell more coherent and
more elaborated narratives studded with more internal-state language than
would males. It was not clear if adolescent females would tell narratives that
included more insight than males. Based on gender identity theory and some
findings in the narrative identity literature, we predicted that females would
tell narratives higher in themes of connection than males; it was not clear
whether there would be differences in themes of agency. For event valence,
we predicted that negative events would contain more internal-state language and insight than positive event narratives, but it was unclear how
positive and negative event narratives might differ on coherence, elaboration, agency, or connection.

METHOD
Participants
The data reported here are part of a larger study examining family narratives and adolescent identity and well-being. Families with an adolescent
child between 13 and 16 years of age were recruited through local institutions such as schools and churches and were informed that we were interested in what parents and children recall of their past and the kinds of
stories that families tell about their experiences. Sixty-five middle-class,
two-parent, opposite-gender families participated. Of these, 59 were traditional (3 of these children were adopted) and 6 were blended families.
Forty-six of the families self-identified as White=Caucasian, 16 as African
American, 2 as mixed ethnicity, and 1 as Indian. The parents were highly
educated; of the 63 mothers who indicated their level of education, 3
reported having a high school degree, 15 reported some college education,
28 reported having a college degree, and 17 reported having a degree at the
postgraduate level. Of the 61 fathers who indicated their level of education,
2 reported having some high school education, 4 reported having a high
school degree, 10 reported some college education, 26 reported having a college degree, and 19 reported having a degree at the postgraduate level.
All mothers signed fully informed consent as approved by the Emory
University Institutional Review Board and were compensated for their participation in the study with $25.00 at each of two home visits. Adolescents
signed an assent form and were given two movie tickets at the first home
visit and a $25.00 gift certificate at the second home visit.
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Data for the present study were collected at the first home visit from 65
adolescents, 37 eighth graders (Mage ¼ 13;7; range ¼ 13;0–14;0; 17 females
and 20 males) and 28 tenth graders (Mage ¼ 15;6; range ¼ 15;0–16;0; 15
females and 13 males).
Procedure
Families were visited twice in their homes by one or two of eight female
research assistants. During the first home visit, the research assistant and
adolescent participant sat in a quiet place in the home, and adolescents were
asked to narrate two positive and two negative narratives about themselves
using the following prompt: ‘‘I want you to think about a really positive
(negative) event in your life that you remember; a time when you were really
happy, excited, or proud (angry, sad, or scared). It may have happened
recently or many years ago. Can you tell me everything you remember about
that event?’’ At the end of each narrative, the researcher prompted for more
information by asking if there was anything else to add. Positive and negative events were counterbalanced. For each narrative, adolescents were
additionally asked about their age when the event occurred and why they
considered the event important. Note that although we did not restrict the
time period from which the event could be selected, the overwhelming
majority of events narrated (more than 90%) occurred within the previous
year.
Coding
The tape-recorded narratives were transcribed verbatim and checked for
accuracy before coding. Word count for each narrative was calculated using
Microsoft Word and excluded all interviewer prompts (e.g., ‘‘anything
else?’’) and back-channeling expressions (e.g., ‘‘uh-huh,’’ ‘‘wow,’’ etc.).
Coding schemes were selected from existing coding schemes in the literature
to assess the dimensions of narrative meaning making outlined in the
‘‘Introduction’’: coherence, elaboration, and reflection as expressed through
internal-state language and insight. Two additional coding schemes for
agency and connection were developed for this study based on theory, as
outlined in the ‘‘Introduction,’’ and from consideration of the narratives
themselves. All schemes are described in detail in Table 1; overviews of each
scheme are provided here.
Coherence. Narrative coherence was assessed using a new multidimensional model of coherence developed by Reese et al. (2011) that assesses
coherence along the dimensions of context, chronology, and theme. Context
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TABLE 1
Elaboration, Coherence, and Theme Coding Descriptions
Global code
Coherence
Context

Score

Description

0
1

The events of the narrative are never situated in time and place.
General mention of either place (e.g., ‘‘at the mall’’) or time (e.g., ‘‘one
time’’).
Specific mention of either place (e.g., ‘‘in New York City’’) or time
(e.g., ‘‘during Thanksgiving last year’’).
Specific mention of both place and time.
The events of the narrative are unordered.
Few events in the narrative are ordered in a comprehensible manner.
About half of the events in the narrative are ordered in a
comprehensible manner.
The majority of events in the narrative are temporally organized and
easy to follow.
The events of the narrative do not center on an apparent topic.
The events of the narrative center on a specific topic but with little
elaboration or causal connections.
There is increasing elaboration and causal connections between the
events of the narrative.
The narrative ends with a resolution and=or connection to some larger
life event or self-description.
There is no narrative present or there is only one event mentioned
without additional details.
Events are listed, and there is very little detail and description of
events.
Events and actions are moderately expanded upon; there is some
background information, quoted speech, and information about
characters’ thoughts and feelings.
There are multiple actions related to an event, which are linked by
causal connections, expanded upon with adjectives and adverbs, and
include background information, quoted speech, and information
about characters’ thoughts and feelings.
The narrative is event focused, with no reflection on the events that
took place.
Adolescent reports learning a specific life lesson, such as not to smoke.
Adolescent vaguely indicates why or how an event is meaningful for
the self.
Adolescent offers a specific insight regarding an event’s implications
for self-development.
Adolescent does not express any desires, motivations, or needs.
Adolescent expresses a personal desire, need, motivation, or plan.
Adolescent expresses a desire or need, attempts to fulfill it, but fails to
do so.
Adolescent expresses a desire or need, takes steps toward it, and
successfully fulfills it.

2

Chronology

3
0
1
2
3

Theme

0
1
2
3

Elaboration

0
1
2

3

Reflective
Insight

0
1
2
3

Agency

0
1
2
3

(Continued )
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TABLE 1
Continued
Global code

Score

Description

Connection

0
1

The narrative is completely centered on the adolescent.
The narrative references interactions with others but is activity=event
focused rather than focused on the relationship.
Adolescent references a meaningful interaction=relationship but does
not elaborate on it.
Adolescent reflects on why an interaction with another is meaningful
for the relationship.

2
3

included any information that situated the events of the narrative in place
and time. Chronology assessed the level of temporal sequencing of the
events in the narrative. Theme was the extent to which narrative events
focused and elaborated on a specific topic, including causal connections,
resolutions, and links to other events. Each dimension was coded on a
4-point scale, described in Table 1, with 0 representing a narrative devoid
of the specific characteristic, and 3 representing a highly coherent narrative
on that dimension.
Elaboration. The elaboration scale was adapted from Fivush, Brotman,
Buckner, and Goodman (2000). Elaboration was a measure of the extent to
which the adolescent provided detailed descriptions of the events in the narrative and was scored on a 4-point scale from 0 (no elaboration) to 3 (highly
elaborative). Although related to thematic coherence, elaboration differs in
focusing on the level of descriptive detail (‘‘It was the biggest, meanest dog I
had ever seen!’’), repetition for emphasis (‘‘I was really, really mad!’’), and
evaluative comments (‘‘I think she is so pretty’’) rather than on drawing
conclusions and links to other events.
Reflection: Internal-state language. Internal-state language was coded
in the same way as Bohanek and Fivush (2010) to include all mention of
both affect and thought. This category includes: all instances of specific
emotion words (e.g., ‘‘happy,’’ ‘‘sad,’’ ‘‘angry’’), all instances of general
affect (e.g., ‘‘That was really hard’’; ‘‘I had the best time’’), and all mention
of cognitive states, including thoughts (e.g., ‘‘I thought she was my friend’’),
beliefs (‘‘I couldn’t believe she would say that to me’’), and desires (‘‘I really
wanted to go to that party’’). Note that only thoughts and emotions
occurring at the time of the event and not currently (e.g., ‘‘I can’t believe
I remembered that!’’) were coded.
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Reflection: Insight. Reflective insight was coded on a 4-point scale
developed by McLean and Pratt (2006), as the extent to which adolescents
offered some form of interpretation of the events in their narrative to understand the development of the self in the context of the environment and
world.
Connection and agency. Connection assessed how adolescents related
to others in their narratives, reflected on relationships, and demonstrated
understanding of others’ feelings and actions on a 4-point scale, with 0 indicating no connection to others and 3 representing high positive connection
to others. Agency measured the recognition, expression, and fulfillment of
personal needs, desires, opinions, and preferences on a 4-point scale ranging
from no indication of personal agency to high levels of personal agency.
Reliability
Two researchers were trained on all coding schemes, who then independently coded 20% to 25% of each narrative type for reliability. The remaining narratives were coded by one of the two trained researchers. The
intraclass correlation for coherence context was .86, for chronology, .89,
and for theme, .90 (all ps < .001). The intraclass correlation for elaboration
was .93 (p < .001). The Cohen’s Kappa for internal states was .89, indicating
excellent reliability, and the intraclass correlation for insight was .72
(p < .05). The intraclass correlation for connection was .72, and for agency,
1.00 (all ps < .05).

RESULTS
Analyses focused on examining gender and event valence differences in
coherence and elaboration; reflection as expressed in internal-state language
and insight; and agency and connection. Measures of each variable across
the two negative events and across the two positive events were averaged
for analyses. Two adolescents only provided one positive event narrative
each, and two different adolescents provided only one negative event narrative each. For these adolescents, their coding scores on the one narrative
provided, rather than a mean across the two narratives, were used in analyses. Preliminary analyses indicated no main effects or interactions with age,
and therefore, all presented analyses collapse across age, in a series of 2
(gender)  2 (valence of the event) mixed-model analyses of variance
(ANOVAs), with gender as a between-subjects variable and valence of event
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as a repeated measure on each variable. Means and standard deviations for
all narrative variables are shown in Table 2 by gender and event valence.
In narrative research, the issue of word length is controversial. Some
argue that word length should be controlled for (e.g., Bauer et al., 2005),
whereas others argue that length is a critical variable in its own right
(e.g., Fivush, Bohanek, Marin, & Sales, 2009; Habermas & de Silveira,
2008; Wang, 2002). Specifically for this study, adolescents were provided
with open-ended prompts to select and narrate important events in their
lives, with no time constraints. Initial analyses on this data set indicate that
females told longer narratives than males overall, F(1, 60) ¼ 6.25, p < .05,
although there were no effects of event valence and no interaction.
Moreover, as presented in Table 3, which displays correlations among all
the narrative variables for the positive event above the diagonal and for the
negative event below the diagonal, word count is highly correlated with all
of the other narrative variables, except for insight for the positive-event
narrative. Indeed, most of the narrative variables are intercorrelated. For
the positive event, coherence, elaboration, and internal-state language are
highly intercorrelated; insight is correlated with coherence; and agency
and connection are correlated with elaboration and internal-state language.
For the negative narratives, all the variables are intercorrelated except for
chronology, which is not related to the other narrative variables. However,
it should also be noted that most of these intercorrelations are of moderate
value, suggesting that these different schemes are, indeed, measuring different aspects of narrative meaning making. In some sense, the question is
whether all of this is ‘‘just because’’ the narratives are longer or the narratives are longer exactly because they include and elaborate on more
TABLE 2
Means (and Standard Deviations) for All Narrative Variables by Gender and Valence of Event
Positive narrative

Length
Coherence
Context
Chronology
Theme
Elaboration
Total Internal State
Reflective Insight
Agency
Connection

Negative narrative

Girls

Boys

Girls

Boys

254.79 (175.25)

174.03 (124.24)

284.11 (247.13)

166.82 (103.61)

1.77
2.11
1.98
1.84
13.89
0.29
1.45
1.63

(0.88)
(0.73)
(0.60)
(0.77)
(11.12)
(0.48)
(1.18)
(0.83)

1.53
1.94
1.83
1.34
7.03
0.18
0.55
1.58

(0.79)
(0.85)
(0.44)
(0.66)
(5.89)
(0.51)
(0.84)
(0.75)

1.81
2.10
2.03
1.81
12.87
0.31
0.79
1.90

(0.77)
(0.78)
(0.66)
(0.85)
(15.10)
(0.57)
(0.89)
(0.87)

1.32
2.06
1.76
1.37
6.31
0.08
0.56
1.52

(0.61)
(0.69)
(0.53)
(0.61)
(7.10)
(0.26)
(0.62)
(0.79)
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TABLE 3
Correlations Among Narrative Variables for Positive (Above the Diagonal) and Negative
(Below the Diagonal) Narratives
Narrative variable Word count Context Chron Theme Elab
Word Count
Context
Chronology
Theme
Elaboration
Internal States
Insight
Agency
Connection


p < .05,



—
.42
.37
.56
.76
.88
.36
.35
.35

.45
—
.21
.39
.38
.36
.22
.06
.42

.42
.62
—
.40
.47
.16
.03
.05
.14

.48
.34
.26
—
.71
.43
.48
.28
.40

.80
.42
.42
.54
—
.58
.49
.36
.42

IS
.73
.36
.23
.44
.65
—
.52
.31
.39

Insight Agency Connect
.05
.42
.38
.01
.02
.03
—
.19
.39

.40
.20
.23
.33
.44
.46
.02
—
.07

.29
.01
.03
.13
.29
.26
.03
.10
—

p < .01.

emotional, reflective, and evaluative information. As we will argue further in
the ‘‘Discussion,’’ we believe that controlling for length is controlling for the
very aspects of narrative meaning making that are critical and that length is
really just a marker variable for what is actually differing between these narratives. However, in the interest of transparency, we present all analyses first
without controlling for word length, and then again controlling for word
length. We return to the issue of narrative length in the ‘‘Discussion.’’
To place the analyses in context, we provide a general description of the
types of events that the adolescents selected to narrate (see Bohanek &
Fivush, 2010, for additional detail). The majority of positive narratives
focused on achievement (51% of boys’ narratives and 55% of girls’ narratives), family and peers (25% of boys’ narratives and 28% of girls’ narratives), and animals (23% of boys’ narratives and 17% of girls’ narratives).
The majority of negative narratives described accidents or mishaps (29%
of boys’ narratives and 24% of girls’ narratives), death or illness (24% of
boys’ narratives and 37% of girls’ narratives), failures and hardships
endured (29% of boys’ narratives and 33% of girls’ narratives), and fights
or arguments (16% of boys’ narratives and 7% of girls’ narratives). Thus,
there seemed few gender differences in the types of positive events narrated,
but within the negative narratives, more females than males chose to write
about a death or illness, whereas more males chose to write about a fight
or argument than did females.
Three separate 2 (gender)  2 (event valence) ANOVAs examined narrative coherence, which was coded along the three dimensions of context,
chronology, and theme. Females told narratives with more contextual
coherence than did males, F(1, 62) ¼ 5.82, p < .05. There were no gender
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differences in chronological coherence, but there was a suggestion that
females told narratives that were more thematically coherent than did males,
F(1, 62) ¼ 2.96, p ¼ .09. There were no main effects of valence of event and
no interactions. When controlling for word length, there were no significant
main effects or interactions with coherence.
Females told more elaborative narratives than males, F(1, 60) ¼ 7.72,
p < .01; there was no effect of valence and no interaction. Again, when controlling for word length, there were no main effects or interactions.
Females included more internal-state language in their narratives than
did males, F(1, 60) ¼ 7.004, p ¼ .01. Females also tended to tell narratives
that expressed higher levels of reflective insight than did males, F(1, 60) ¼
3.54, p ¼ .07. In these analyses, there were no effects of event valence and
no interactions. When controlling for word length, there was no main effect
of gender for either internal-state language or insight, but for internal-state
language, there was a significant main effect of event valence, F(1, 59) ¼
4.23, p < .05, indicating that the positive narratives contained significantly
more internal-state language than did negative narratives.
For the themes of agency and connection, females expressed more agency
in their narratives than did males, F(1, 60) ¼ 11.48, p < .01, and for both males
and females, positive narratives expressed more agency than did negative narratives, F(1, 60) ¼ 4.17, p < .05. The significant interaction between valence
and gender, F(1, 60) ¼ 4.59, p < .05, indicated that whereas females expressed
more agency in their positive narratives than males, both males and females
expressed similar levels of agency in their negative narratives, as shown in
Table 2. These effects remained significant when controlling for word count.
The ANOVAs indicated few differences between positive and negative
event narratives. To explore this at an individual differences level, we correlated the narrative variables across positive and negative narratives. As can

TABLE 4
Correlations Across Positive and Negative Events for Each Narrative Variable
Narrative variable
Word Count
Context
Chronology
Theme
Elaboration
Internal States
Insight
Agency
Connection

Correlation across positive and negative events
.69
.29
.28
.56
.69
.87
.16
.11
.04
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be seen in Table 4, individuals who told longer, more coherent, more elaborated narratives that included more internal-state language about positive
events also did so about negative events. There were no correlations between
positive- and negative-event narratives on insight, agency, or connection.

DISCUSSION
In this study, we examined gender differences in narratives of positive and
negative life experiences during middle adolescence, a critical period for
the development of identity and a life narrative (Habermas & Bluck,
2000; McAdams, 2001). Although there were surprisingly few differences
in how positive and negative life events were narrated, adolescent females
told autobiographical narratives indicative of higher levels of meaning
making than did adolescent males. Examining a wider variety of narrative
meaning-making devices than previous research, we found that adolescent
females told more coherent, more elaborative, more reflective, and more
agentic narratives than did males, at least before controlling for length (a
finding we return to below).
First, that females told more elaborative narratives than did males and
tended to tell more coherent narratives, better placed in time and space
and more thematically focused, suggests that females may have an overall
more coherent and differentiated narrative identity. Research with preschool children indicates that more elaborative and coherent narratives
are linked to a more coherent and differentiated sense of self (Bird & Reese,
2006) and a greater understanding of theory of mind, the idea that others
have thoughts, beliefs, and desires that may be different from one’s own
(Welch-Ross, 2001). Both a more differentiated self-concept and a deeper
understanding of theory of mind have also been related to better emotional
understanding and more prosocial behavior across childhood (Halberstadt,
Denham, & Dunsmore, 2001). That adolescent females are narrating more
elaborative and coherent personal narratives may suggest that they have
higher levels of emotional understanding and a more differentiated sense
of self and other than do adolescent males. There is, indeed, some suggestion
in the literature that this may be the case (Brody & Hall, 1993).
Indeed, that females also showed higher levels of reflection in their narratives than did males, by including more internal-state language and a tendency to include more insight, supports this interpretation of coherence and
elaboration. Previous research has found that females include more internalstate language than males in their autobiographical narratives (see Cross &
Madson, 1997, for a review). And, as mentioned in the ‘‘Introduction,’’ a
previous analysis of this same data set that used a more fine-grained coding
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of internal-state language also found that females used more of every type of
internal-state language (cognitive words, emotion words, general statements
of affect) than did males (Bohanek & Fivush, 2010). This is in accord with a
large literature indicating that females are more emotionally expressive than
are males (see Fischer, 2000, for a review). However, our category of insight
is broader than emotion, comprising the larger ‘‘landscape of consciousness’’ (Bruner, 1990), by including cognitive processing and reflective
insight, suggesting that females are not simply more emotionally expressive,
but they may also be more self-reflective about their past than are males. It
must be noted that the levels of reflective insight were quite low overall in
this sample, lower than reported previously (e.g., McLean & Breen, 2009,
McLean et al., 2010). It is not immediately clear why levels in this study were
so low, but we argue that as part of a larger set of meaning-making devices,
the gender differences in reflective insight add to the larger picture. Placed in
the context of the larger array of narrative meaning-making devices assessed
in this study, this finding suggests that females are using emotions and internal states in the service of creating an evaluative framework for understanding what events mean for the self.
Yet, surprisingly, females did not tell narratives higher in themes of connection. In contrast to predictions from gender identity theory (Chodorow,
1978; Gergen, 1992; Gilligan, 1982), males and females told autobiographical
narratives that were equally high in themes of connection, suggesting that
both male and female adolescents are equally concerned with, and focusing
on, relationships. This may reflect the fact that both male and female adolescents are moving into more complex and emotionally deeper relationships
with peers (Patterson, Field, & Pryor, 1994). However, unexpectedly, adolescent females told narratives richer in themes of agency than did males,
particularly about the positive events, suggesting females may feel that they
have more control over the events of their lives than do males. Previous
research has found that males tell personal narratives higher in themes of
achievement than do females (Fivush & Buckner, 2003; Niedzwienska,
2003). Whereas achievement focuses on individual accomplishments and failures, agency is a broader construct that focuses on the extent to which the
narrator expresses a sense of personal control over the event regardless of
outcome (Bakan, 1966; McAdams et al., 1996). It is possible that through
creating narratives that focus more on internal states, females also come to
feel that they understand these events and how and why they happened as
they did, and this is why they express more agency. Agency may be beneficial
in terms of framing positive events in ways that provide a sense of control
over future events (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lepore & Smyth, 2002).
On the other hand, negative events are often negative exactly because the
individual does not have control over the outcome. In fact, the one event
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valence difference we did find was that positive-event narratives were higher
in agency than negative events, and for the negative events, there were no
gender differences in agency. That both males and females expressed more
agency in positive events may reflect a healthy sense that at least some negative events are outside of one’s control. Certainly, this aspect of narrative
meaning making should be explored further.
Still, in general, there were surprisingly few differences between the positive- and negative-event narratives. Based on previous research, we had
expected negative narratives to include more internal-state language and
perhaps more reflective insight, although previous research was inconsistent
in whether coherence and elaboration would differ by event valence. Differences in methodology may be part of the explanation. First, many of the studies examining narratives of negative life experiences do not compare these
narratives to positive experiences but rather compare differences among
individuals who have experienced the same event under different levels of
stress; under these conditions, differences emerge between narratives of
individuals who are highly stressed compared with moderately stressed
(Bahrick, Parker, Fivush, & Levitt, 1998; Fivush, Edwards, & MennutiWashburn, 2004; Ornstein, 1995; Parker, Bahrick, Fivush, & Johnson,
2006). Research on the effects of emotion more generally on memory suggests that emotional intensity is as important in valence (Bohanek et al.,
2005). For example, in studies in which participants are asked to recall pictorial stimuli that vary by intensity and valence, both highly intense positive
and negative stimuli are recalled better than moderately intense positive and
negative stimuli (Hamann, Ely, Grafton, & Kilts, 1999).
Related to this, many of the studies of negative-event narratives have focused
on highly traumatic events, such as a devastating natural disaster (Ackil et al.,
2003; Parker et al., 2006), or the events of September 11, 2001 (Fivush et al.,
2004), clearly events that are of high negative intensity. In fact, it would be difficult to equate intensity of positive events with these kinds of traumatic experiences, and thus, differences in positive- compared with negative-event narratives
may be due to differences in intensity rather than valence. In this study, we
asked adolescents to nominate personal events that were highly emotional for
them, and using this methodology, adolescents nominated events that at least
seemed to be of moderate intensity. Thus, it may be that we did not find differences as a function of event valence because we were comparing positive and
negative events of similar emotional intensity. Because so few studies have
manipulated both valence and intensity within the same design (cf. Bohanek
et al., 2005; Hamann et al., 1999), additional research needs to tease apart the
effects of valence and intensity of emotion more systematically.
Although there were few overall differences in narratives of positive and
negative events, we did find that there was some consistency in narratives
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across valence. Individuals who told longer, more coherent, elaborative narratives that included more internal-state language about positive events also
told such narratives about negative events. But reflective insight, connection, and agency were not consistent across valence. These findings suggest
that some aspects of narrative meaning making may be individually generalizable, such that some adolescents are able to create more meaningful narratives, whereas other aspects of narrative meaning making may be more
specific to the type of event being narrated. Because we found so few differences overall between positive- and negative-event narratives, it is not clear
if this difference is due to valence per se, or some other aspects of the events
being narrated. Surprisingly few studies have examined consistency across
narratives; this is an important question as the research moves forward in
examining the narrative processes that relate to identity.
Finally, we return to the issue of narrative length. In this study, gender
differences in coherence, elaboration, and reflection were no longer significant when controlling for word count, but the gender difference in agency
remains. The question becomes, do females tell more coherent, elaborated,
reflective narratives ‘‘just’’ because they are talking more? One could argue
that, almost as a tautology, because females are talking more, their narratives must be more elaborative and include more reflection. We argue that
this is not a valid interpretation for four interrelated reasons. First, we argue
that it is not length that is driving meaning making but rather meaning
making that is driving length. In other words, to provide a more meaningful
narrative (more elaborative, more reflective), it is almost, by definition,
necessary to provide a longer narrative. By controlling for length of the narrative, the researcher is controlling for the variable of interest. Second, in
this study (and many other studies), participants are asked to narrate important events in their lives under no time constraints. Therefore, adolescents
are free to tell as much or as little about these events as they choose. The
fact that females choose to provide more information than males suggests
that they are more invested in sharing the events of their lives, and sharing
personal events are an integral part of the meaning-making process (Fivush,
2008; McLean et al., 2007).
Third, the theoretical argument is that meaning is created through narrating events in more coherent, elaborative, reflective ways. That is, narratives
are not just a product but are part of the process of creating meaning. Thus,
a longer narrative suggests that females are working harder to create meaning than are males. Finally, we note that the narrative meaning-making
dimensions were highly interrelated. This suggests that narrative meaning
making is an integrated process; meaning is not constructed through one
dimension or another, but rather through a combination of integrated narrative devices in ways that provide meaning at a more global level. It is not
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that females simply tell longer narratives, or simply more elaborative narratives, or simply more reflective narratives. Rather, it is that females are using
a wide array of narrative meaning-making devices that lead to more coherent, more elaborative, more self-reflective personal narratives than do males,
and this takes narrative time (i.e., length). Thus, we argue that the gender
differences obtained in this study reflect gender differences in narrative
meaning making.
Still, we must acknowledge several limitations to this study. First and
most importantly, we studied a relatively narrow age range, the transition
from early to middle adolescence. We chose this age range because it is a
critical developmental period for the emergence of identity (Erikson,
1959=1980; Harter, 1999). Although we did not find any differences across
this transition, it is possible that some of the differences we did find are limited to adolescents. That females told longer, more elaborated, and more
emotionally rich autobiographical narratives than males confirms differences obtained across large age ranges. However, the findings on connection
and agency may be more developmentally specific. As adolescents struggle
to create an independent identity, ways in which identity is understood as
both related to others and as under one’s control, through themes of connection and agency, may become highlighted in the evaluation and interpretation of personal experience. That males and females did not differ in
connection and that females were actually higher in agency than males
was unexpected; this pattern underscores the need to place any obtained
gender differences in a developmental framework, with an understanding
that gender differences are intertwined with developmental changes and
tasks (see Fivush & Buckner, 2003, for a full theoretical discussion).
Further, although we had a relatively diverse sample, all of the adolescents were living in reasonably benign environments; few had experienced
severe trauma and few were living with severe chronic stress. Thus, our
study provides evidence of how typically developing adolescents create
meaning from their personal experiences. Second, we asked adolescents to
nominate personal events to narrate. This allowed for an examination of
the kinds of experiences that adolescents select as important and allows
for an exploration of the ways in which adolescents choose to narrate these
events; future research may want to constrain the types of narratives, such
as asking for particular types of relationally or agentically themed experiences, or experiences from particular developmental time periods, to assess
additional aspects of narrative meaning making. Finally, as in most studies
of this type, we had only female interviewers. There is some suggestion in the
literature that both males and females talk more and are more self-disclosing
to females than to males (Snell, Belk, Flowers, & Warren, 1988), but this is a
variable that should be examined more systematically in future research.
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In summary, during adolescence, when identity and meaning making are
critical developmental tasks, there are pervasive gender differences in how
adolescents narrate the experiences of their lives. Many of the obtained gender differences mirror and extend previous findings with both younger children and adults as discussed in the ‘‘Introduction,’’ and thus, these findings,
in some sense, simply fill in the gaps in data on middle adolescence. However, the developmental continuity of these gender differences across large
age spans suggests that there are early emerging and enduring differences
in how females and males narrate, and perhaps represent, their experiences.
By telling longer, more elaborated, more coherent, and more reflective narratives that contain more internal-state language than do those of males,
females may be creating a more differentiated and reflective narrative self.
These gender differences in personal narratives may point to females’ greater inclination to think about past events, to work through experiences to
make sense of them, and to create more coherent evaluative understandings
of one’s past. Indeed, females report thinking about the past more frequently than do males and using past experiences in the service of understanding the self and current situations more so than do males (Alea &
Bluck, 2003; Pillemer, 1998). Most importantly, these results indicate that
gender is a critical filter through which adolescents’ personal memory and
identity are constructed.
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